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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of the study is to examine and describe the use of codes of ethics in 
the top 100 companies operating in the Swedish corporate sector. This paper reports on the 
responses of those companies that possessed a code of ethics. 
 
Design/methodology/approach – A three-stage research procedure was used. First, a 
questionnaire was sent to the public relations managers of the top 100 companies operating in 
the Swedish corporate sector (based on revenue). Companies were asked to answer up to 29 
questions and to supply a copy of their code of ethics. The second stage involved content 
analysis of the codes of ethics supplied by survey respondents. The third stage involved a 
more detailed follow-up of a smaller group of firms that appeared to be close to best practice. 
Findings for Stage 1 of the research are reported in this paper. The areas of questioning were: 
how common are codes of ethics? Who was involved in the development of these codes? 
What are the reasons for the codes? How are they implemented? Do companies inform 
internal and external publics of the codes? What are the prescribed benefits of the codes? 
 
Findings – It would appear that business ethics has only recently become a topic of interest 
in corporate Sweden and that many companies are in the early stages of code development 
and assimilation into company policies. The incidence of codes in the population (of 100) 
suggested by this survey (56 per cent) is lower than a US study finding (in 1995) that over 84 
per cent of comparable US companies had codes of ethics. It would appear that Sweden today 
lags behind the US situation of 1995. When one investigates the special measures to support 
the inculcation of ethical values at the organizational level, there appears to be some shortfall. 
The supporting measures of ethics committees, ethics training committees, ethics training, 
ombudsman, an ethical audit and procedures to protect whistleblowers appear to be under-
utilized in companies that possess codes. This lack of utilization tends to suggest that 
companies in Sweden, as yet, either have not developed a high commitment to supporting 
business ethics in their corporations, or they may have developed other methods to support 
their codes in their organizations that they view are as beneficial as the traditional methods 
practised in other western industrial democracies. 
 
Research limitations/implications – This research was limited to internal ethical 
expectations. The commitment to business ethics is usually explored in terms of internal 
ethical expectations, but the simultaneous consideration of the external ethical expectations in 
the marketplace (e.g. among suppliers and customers or other publics) is desirable. A dyadic 
approach considering a company's internal ethical expectations and the external ethical 
expectations of a company's business activities may give a more balanced and in-depth 
approach. 
 
Practical implications – Evidence is now available to show that codes of ethics are well 
developed in many of Sweden's largest corporations: organizations that, from their responses, 
appear to see a diverse range of benefits in developing the area of business ethics. Companies 
are beginning to implement not only a code of ethics, but other complementary initiatives that 
reinforce the need for the culture of the organization to be ethical. Codes of ethics are 
perceived by organizations to have assisted them in their dealings in the marketplace and 
many companies use their ethical values to underpin their strategic planning process. It 
appears that many companies now see the formalisation of business ethics as an integral part 
of their commercial practices. 
 
Originality/value – This study is the first one of its kind on codes of ethics in corporate 
Sweden. It will enable all sectors of Swedish business to benchmark their efforts against the 
major companies in the Swedish corporate sector. 
Article Type: 
Research paper 
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Introduction 
Business ethics is a subject that recently has been thrust into prominence in industrialized 
economies around the world, due to the revelations of the practices of some of the major 
corporations operating within the USA. The demise of large, high profile corporations and 
the subsequent revelations of impropriety are not new. Enron and Arthur Andersen are just 
actors in the latest business drama that features opportunity turned to greed and then, 
ultimately, turned to tragedy. The actions of these companies have led other companies to 
examine their own ethical standards and artefacts, in an effort to ensure that they too do not 
become news makers because they themselves have not spent enough time and given enough 
focus to their own ethical behaviour. 
One of the first indicators that a company is beginning to focus on ethical behaviour is to 
establish a code of ethics. It is the artefact that announces to all, an interest in business ethics 
by a corporation. To this effect, numerous writers have proposed the notion that a code of 
ethics should exist as a means of enhancing the ethical environment of an organization 
(Adams et al., 2001; Fraedrich, 1992; Gellerman, 1989; Harrington, 1991; Laczniak and 
Murphy, 1991; Sims, 1991; Somers, 2001; Stoner, 1989). 
Since the early 1960s in the USA, there have been codes of ethics in many companies 
(Baumhart, 1961; Benson, 1989; De George, 1987). In Britain, their development occurred 
later in the last century, more as a response to the stock market crashes of the late 1980s than 
anything else (Donaldson and Davis, 1990; Maclagan, 1992; Mahoney, 1990; Schlegelmilch, 
1989). In Sweden, however, this concept of the use of codes of ethics has not been 
investigated prior to this study. One study has been published in the wider area of business 
ethics (Brytting, 1997), but it appears that there has been nothing specifically done on codes 
of ethics in the Swedish marketplace. Therefore, the objective of this research is to describe 
the use of codes of ethics in corporate Sweden. 
Companies implement codes because they value them and perceive that they are important to 
the organization (Adams et al., 2001; Somers, 2001; Wotruba et al., 2001). If companies do 
have this view of their codes, then one could expect that they would be committed to them. 
Methodology 
In order to evaluate the use of codes of ethics by private sector companies operating in 
Sweden, a three-stage research procedure was used. First, a questionnaire was sent to the 
public relations managers of the top 100 companies operating in the Swedish corporate sector 
(based on revenue) (SCB, 2002): firms that, for several reasons such as size of turnover, 
employee numbers and business profile, are more probable to have developed a formal code 
of ethics (Brytting, 1997). Companies were asked to answer up to 29 questions and to supply 
a copy of their code of ethics. The second stage involved content analysis of the codes of 
ethics supplied by survey respondents. The third stage involved a more detailed follow-up of 
a smaller group of firms that appeared to be close to best practice. Findings for Stage 1 of the 
research are reported in this paper. 
A substantial amount of work was performed in the preparation, implementation, control and 
conclusion of the mail survey. Each respondent at each company was initially contacted by 
phone in order to confirm their appropriateness to respond to the questionnaire, and 
eventually to promote the importance of the survey. Each respondent was also briefly 
introduced to the research project to stimulate his or her interest and willingness to participate 
in the survey. Those executives who initially did not answer the questionnaire were contacted 
again by telephone in order to stimulate their interest to fill in the required answers. The 
response rate in Stage 1 was 74 per cent. Of the 74 companies that responded to the survey, 
72 companies returned a completed questionnaire. This paper focuses upon those 40 
companies that reported having a code of ethics. 
Six areas of questioning were asked. The intent of these questions was as follows. First, how 
common are codes of ethics? Second, who was involved in the development of these codes? 
Third, what are the reasons for the codes? Fourth, how are they implemented? Fifth, do 
companies inform internal and external publics of the codes? Sixth, what are the prescribed 
benefits of the codes? 
The incidence of codes 
Section 1 is focussed on the frequency of code usage amongst large private sector firms. In 
Table I, the category “Sweden All” is all of the companies that replied to the survey. 
“Sweden Codes” is only those companies who had codes of ethics. In those sectors with 
codes of ethics, the manufacturing area (25 per cent) was the most represented. The retail 
trade sector was next with 22.5 per cent of companies. The rest of the sample was distributed 
amongst the other areas of business. 
Ninety-five percent of the companies that responded are within the European Union (Table 
II). Sweden is the most represented country at 70 per cent of the sample. The results can be 
seen therefore to be indicative of the business culture of Sweden. 
The incidence of codes (Table II) in the population (of 100) suggested by this survey (56 per 
cent) is lower than Berenbeim's (1995) USA study finding that over 84 per cent of 
comparable US companies had codes of ethics. It would appear that Sweden today lags 
behind the US situation of 1995. 
It would appear that the majority of codes (57.5 per cent) have been constructed in the last six 
years (Table III). This phenomenon may well be indicative of an awakening in corporate 
Sweden of the need for a code of ethics. It is of interest that 32.5 per cent of companies with 
codes cannot say when the code was developed. This may indicate earlier code development 
than the figures may suggest. If the institutional memory about the establishment date of the 
code is lost, then it could be suggested that there is a possibility that the code was developed 
longer than say five years ago. 
The development of codes 
The development of a code is an important task for any company. Time needs to be taken to 
frame the document, because in essence it makes a statement to the world about the 
corporation's values, its aspirations and as whom it sees itself. 
Raiborn and Payne(1990) and Stead et al. (1990) suggest that codes would be viewed as more 
relevant by all members of staff if everyone was involved in the development and 
consultation process. The staff would then have a degree of ownership and then would feel 
more compelled to follow a document about which they were consulted. The approach 
suggested is a participatory management approach. 
The individuals involved in code establishment are ranked as such (Table IV): Senior 
Managers (70 per cent), Chief Executive Officers (67.5 per cent), Board of Directors (50 per 
cent), Other Staff (26.4 per cent). It is of interest that the Boards, which have responsibility in 
companies for overseeing the policies of the companies, are involved less than the senior 
managers of organizations who interestingly are involved more than the CEO. Customers are 
rarely consulted (5 per cent) and the staff members who are not senior management (26.4 per 
cent) appear not to play a large role within the establishment of the code. The initiatives and 
responsibility appear to rest with senior management. 
This involvement of senior management is not being lambasted. It is their prerogative, indeed 
their responsibility, to fashion the initiatives to further the development of their respective 
organizations. The researchers are not trying to diminish that right or call it into question. 
However, the obvious downside of the lack of staff involvement is that a code imposed from 
above by senior management may be less influential upon lower level managers who may 
perceive the code as not of their creation. If the staff members do not feel an ownership in 
respect to the code, they may not accept it as readily as if they were a part of its development 
(Wood, 2002). To the extent that code effectiveness depends upon moral persuasion rather 
than coercive enforcement, a drafting process left in the hands of a few senior managers 
represents a lost opportunity by the organization to win employee consent. 
Similarly, the exclusion of external stakeholders from the preparation of the code may reduce 
not only its influence upon them, but also its acceptance by them. Not to involve these people 
in the establishment of the code means that a possible opportunity for the company to obtain 
outside involvement is not brought to fruition. Outside people can often shed a different 
perspective on the corporation and thus open up new perspectives for the company to 
consider (Wood, 2002). 
The reason for codes 
Companies were asked for their reasons for developing a code of ethics (Table V). The 
reasons given tend to centre upon “adherence to policy, procedures and objectives” (63.6 per 
cent) and “company values, culture and philosophy” (54.5 per cent). Companies appear to 
want to instil the values of the company philosophy into their staff and in many cases at the 
same time wanting to formalise in the code of ethics company policies and procedures. These 
ideas, one could suggest, can be seen to be linked, as policy, procedures and objectives 
should be aligned in companies with their values, philosophy and culture. 
Time taken to develop the code 
Companies were asked about the time lines to develop their codes (Table VI). The 
researchers were interested in whether there were any apparent patterns. When the respondent 
knew when their code was developed (13/16), it was usually in less than a year (81.3 per 
cent). Once the decision has been made to establish a code, then for these companies it would 
appear that they just get on and do it. 
The implementation of codes 
The methods that companies institute to implement their codes tend to reveal their level of 
commitment to the process. If they adapt existing processes, then that is an indicator of a 
level of commitment, but if they create new processes to assist in code implementation, then 
one could say that this is evidence of a higher level of commitment (Wood and Rimmer, 
2003). The adaptation of existing processes can relate to communication with employees, 
induction, discipline, staff appraisal, and strategic planning. If the company introduces new 
initiatives such as an ombudsman, whistleblowing protection for employees, ethics 
committees, ethics education committees and ethics education, then one could say that a 
higher level of commitment has been achieved (Wood and Rimmer, 2003). 
Communicating the code contents to employees 
Electronic Communication (55 per cent) and a Booklet (40 per cent) are the major methods of 
code communication to employees (Table VII). Other areas of significance are Induction 
(32.5 per cent) and Internal Publications (32.5 per cent). The fact that electronic 
communication is the most used means is to be expected, because the growth in intranets 
within companies in the last few years has meant that organizations have become more reliant 
on technology in all of their business activities. 
Staff induction 
The major way of inducting new staff (Table VIII) is “training and discussion” (65 per cent) 
and “to issue a copy of the booklet” containing the code (30 per cent). The use of training and 
discussion is a preferred option to just distributing a booklet containing the code. The impact 
that the company wants the code to make upon the employee may be lost if the attention 
required is not given at the time of induction. How is the employee meant to know that the 
code is important if it is not discussed or education given in its nuances? 
Consequences for a breach of the code 
Sims (1991), Fraedrich (1992), Stoner (1989) and Hegarty and Sims (1979) all suggest that 
within a code of ethics one should outline enforcement provisions for those individuals who 
do not uphold the code. The organization, by having procedures for a breach of the code, 
signals to employees the significance of the need to abide by the code for both themselves 
and the organization. 
The respondents for consequences for breaches of the code were very definite in their 
attention to staff behaviour in this situation (Table IX). The overwhelming majority of 
companies (77.5 per cent) do have consequences for a breach of the code. The second part of 
this question asked the companies to clarify the nature of the consequences of the breach. 
One gets a “verbal warning” (58.1 per cent) as the preferred company choice of disapproval 
at the employee's actions (Table X). The ultimate weapon against the employee is “cessation 
of employment” (35.5 per cent) and it would appear that this course of action is one that is 
not as acceptable in Swedish corporations. The Swedish management style is more one of 
participatory management, where employees are coached and coaxed into doing the “right 
thing”. The manager is not seen as the draconian disciplinarian as may be the case in other 
cultures, but more as a mentor to lead and guide the staff members to their own 
enlightenment and self-correction in the areas where their performance may be lacking. 
Employee appraisal 
Companies were asked whether organizations attempted to assess an employee's ethical 
performances as a part of the employee appraisal system (Table XI). The major response is 
that an employee's ethical performance is not assessed (57.5 per cent). It would appear that in 
Sweden that some companies do want to be controlling of their employees by subjecting 
them to a level of scrutiny in this area, but many others do not. This is an interesting finding 
in that if a company sets a goal in most areas of its business, it would usually check to see 
that the employee is adhering to company standards. One would assume that ethical 
behaviour should be no different, but it appears to be so in corporate Sweden. 
When a company judges an employee's ethical behaviour as a part of an employee's 
performance appraisal, then most commonly a review (Table XII) by superiors is practised 
(53.3 per cent). Yet, it must be acknowledged that the sample size is only 15 companies. This 
in itself reveals that this type of practice may not be widespread in Swedish companies. Even 
so, there are some concerns raised with these figures (Table XII). If only two companies, or 
13.3 per cent of the sample, evaluate ethical performance against formal company standards 
during an employee appraisal then there is reason for concern. If there appear to not be 
formal standards in the other 86 per cent of companies in Sweden, then against what criteria 
would the assessment of staff performance be compared? 
Employee appraisal is an area in which objective assessment is required. If a company does 
not have formal guidelines for appraisal, this situation places both the supervisor and the 
subordinate in an extremely precarious position. Each could suffer through the assessment 
which may adversely affect them, but which neither party can compare against formal 
guidelines either to substantiate or to refute the assessment. 
This activity is of course the role of the supervisor to ensure that staff performance is 
adequate. Bearing in mind that both Baumhart's (1961) study and Brenner and Molander's 
(1977) replication study found that superiors were the main causes of employee anguish in 
respect to being asked by superiors to perform unethical acts, then this may enable superiors 
to mask the situation within their own departments. Also, it flags to all staff in the 
organization that the ability to judge ethical behaviour is the prerogative of one's management 
position. 
Whistleblowing procedures 
The researchers were interested in this area, because if organizations are going to expect 
ethical behaviour from their employees then the act of whistleblowing should be considered 
by the organization (Grace and Cohen, 1998). It should be considered, because if standards 
are to be set, one needs ways to ensure that violations or breaches can be reported, reviewed 
and corrected. 
In Sweden this concept appears not to be considered by many companies (Table XIII). This 
fact that only 27.5 per cent of companies have whistleblowing procedures in place is of 
interest. To not have such safeguards in place for staff may leave genuine individuals 
exposed and may not promote a confidence in them to report their concerns. 
Of the companies that do have whistleblowing procedures, many of them have tried to put in 
place measures to support the individual (Table XIV). Only 27.3 per cent of these companies 
have a ‘formal resolution process’. The lack of a formal resolution process can leave the 
interaction between employees and management open to vagaries and inconsistencies of 
interpretation in how to handle such issues. 
The use of codes of ethics in strategic planning 
If the company is serious about inculcating ethics into the organization, then one could expect 
a consideration of ethics to be an integral part of the strategic planning process (Harrington, 
1991; Robin and Reidenbach, 1987). Organizations need to consider and review their plans in 
light of the ethical principles that the company believes that it should practise and upon 
which it has predicated its decisions in respect to its marketplace participation. The 
researchers' intent here was to investigate the link between the code and its use in the 
strategic planning process. 
In corporate Sweden 55 per cent of companies use their codes in respect to their strategic 
planning (Table XV). The “don't know” response of 27.5 per cent is large. This could imply 
that as people “don't know” if it is happening, then the chance may well be that it may not be 
happening. 
If a code is the window to the corporation's soul, then companies need to consider that they 
should compare the ethos of the code against the intentions of the strategic plan: for it is the 
strategic plan that sets the actions of the company. Not to examine the plan in the light of the 
ethos of the code is a lost opportunity on behalf of the organization. The code as a “moral 
barometer” may highlight potential conflicts between the company philosophy and its 
application that could prevent dissonance between what we say and what we do. 
Just less than 23 per cent (9.1 per cent+13.6 per cent) of Swedish companies compare their 
finished strategic plan against their code (Table XVI). It is of interest that companies which 
realise the need to align their codes with strategic planning do not make that final 
comparison. What if the plans and the codes are incongruous? Surely one would think that a 
check should be obligatory as just good corporate governance. At this stage, if one checks the 
plan against the ethos of the code, then companies can become aware of areas of potential 
concern in the marketplace and take actions to prevent a problem occurring, rather than then 
having to take remedial action after the plan is put in place and problems then arise. 
A standing ethics committee 
This question was asked to see whether this concept that is used in US companies and 
recommended by a number of writers (Center for Business Ethics, 1986; McDonald and 
Zepp, 1989; Weber, 1981) has actually been incorporated by companies operating in Sweden. 
In Sweden, 50 per cent of companies do have a standing ethics committee (Table XVII) 
however, 50 per cent also do not have one. If business ethics is important to the organization 
then having a designated ethics committee that is seen by all can only but enhance the 
perception of the company's commitment to business ethics. 
An ethics training committee and ethics training 
The two areas of ethics training committee and ethics training are linked from a theoretical 
perspective because of the researchers' belief that one cannot just expect individuals to be 
ethical to the level of company expectations without having some involvement with training 
and education. An ethics training committee would hopefully provide the focus and initiative 
to expose employees to discussion and education in ethics in business situations that they 
might face whilst in the company's employ (Center for Business Ethics, 1986; Harrington, 
1991; Maclagan, 1992; McDonald and Zepp, 1989, 1990; Murphy, 1988; Sims, 1992; Weber, 
1981). 
Only 7/40 (17.5 per cent) of respondents in Sweden have an ethics training committee (Table 
XVIII). If companies are serious about inculcating ethics into the work force, then this figure 
may be low. A designated committee set up for the specific purpose of ethics training and the 
discussion of relevant issues, the researchers contend, flags to employees of the organization 
the sincerity of the organization to pursue ethical principles. 
Ethics training is practised by 55 per cent of companies (Table XIX). We are all different and 
ethics training is needed in order to make employees aware of the ethical values of the 
company. Osmotic transfer of the company's ethical values does not just occur (Wood, 
2000a). Each person approaches the organization with different values and perspectives on 
the world and what they may perceive as acceptable and unacceptable conduct. Training in 
ethics at the time of induction may not be enough. At induction time, the employee is usually 
bombarded with many new ideas, philosophies and rules and regulations and as such they are 
often overwhelmed with information and its relevant importance (Wood, 2002). Training and 
education may better serve the organization is it is ongoing as business ethics and people's 
perceptions of acceptable and unacceptable conduct evolve over time (Svensson and Wood, 
2003). 
An ombudsman 
This area of inquiry has a definite relationship with the issue of whistleblowing. If an 
organization has a person designated as a confidante to whom staff can go with ethical 
concerns then, hopefully, it will foster employees to volunteer information about unethical 
practices that they perceive are detrimental to the organization. 
In Sweden 65 per cent of companies do not have such a person (Table XX). To whom do 
staff members go with their concerns? The obvious answer is the person's supervisor, but 
research shows that it is often the supervisor who is the centre of the ethical conflict that the 
staff member wishes to resolve (see Employee appraisal). This lack of a designated person 
could leave the staff and the organization vulnerable. 
Ethical evaluations 
Organizations use evaluations in various facets of their operations in order to monitor the 
adherence to company policies and guidelines. Ethics can be an area in which evaluations 
and/or audits are used to determine if employees are following the company policies and 
ethical ethos. 
Many companies do conduct an ethical evaluation of their business (62.5 per cent) (Table 
XXI). This response rate may well be a feature of the Swedish perspective of trusting 
employees to be self sufficient in their jobs and the company's desire to aim for constant 
improvement, therefore the company feels a responsibility to ensure that what they believe 
should be happening is actually happening. Companies may conduct evaluations to ensure 
that all is occurring as they would hope it to be. 
When one investigates the special measures to support the inculcation of ethical values at the 
organizational level, there appears to be some shortfall. In particular, the supporting measures 
available to companies to model corporate culture may not have been adopted as they could 
have been. The supporting measures of ethics committees (50 per cent), ethics training 
committees (17.5 per cent), ethics training (55 per cent), ombudsman (32.5 per cent), an 
ethical audit (62.5 per cent) and procedures to protect whistleblowers (27.5 per cent) appear 
to be under-utilized in companies that possess codes. This lack of utilization tends to suggest 
that companies in Sweden, as yet, have either not developed a high commitment to 
supporting business ethics in their corporations, or they may have developed other methods to 
support their codes in their organizations that they view are as beneficial as the traditional 
methods of support practised in other western industrial democracies. 
The communication of codes 
Section 4 asked whether companies inform stakeholders of both the existence of a code and 
also of its content. Is the code a document that is shared with stakeholders outside of the 
company (Benson, 1989; Fraedrich, 1992)? There was an interest in discovering whether 
companies perceive that having an ethical commitment has assisted profitability. The link 
with stakeholders is that, it is the marketplace that impacts on profitability. It has been noted 
already that communication with employees is almost universal. More problematic is 
communication with external stakeholders, especially customers and suppliers (Wood and 
Rimmer, 2003). 
Informing customers and suppliers of codes 
Fraedrich (1992) believes that a code should have both an internal and an external focus. 
Benson (1989) also believes that outside publics should be considered when ethical issues are 
being discussed and policies are being framed. The questions in this section were designed to 
explore the individual organization's interaction with the publics outside of the organization. 
Nearly 63 per cent of companies acknowledge that their customers are aware of the existence 
of their codes (Table XXII). When communicating the code to customers the use of informal 
methods (60 per cent) was by far the highest individual category (Table XXIII). The reliance 
on informal methods raises the issue of an ad hoc approach, in that companies may not be 
sure that the company's ethics policy is being communicated to customers. If it is done in an 
informal manner, then the depth of understanding by the customers may at best be superficial 
and at worst non-existent. 
In respect to supplier knowledge of the codes, just over two-thirds of companies (67.5 per 
cent) acknowledge that their suppliers are aware of the existence of their codes (Table 
XXIV). It is of interest that companies communicate the code much more formally to 
suppliers (63 per cent) than they do to their customers (36 per cent) (Table XXV). This 
process could well be indicative of the difference in the power relationship that the company 
has with suppliers as compared to its customers. With suppliers, companies can be more in 
charge, whereas with customers they are open more to the whims of the customers. 
Organizations have power over suppliers from whom they may withdraw business if 
performance is not satisfactory however, in their relationship with customers power usually 
lies with the customer. Organizations may have been reticent to reveal a code because of the 
fear that customers may have used a perceived disparity between the code and actual practice 
to criticise the organization. 
The perceived benefits of codes 
In the previous sections of this paper, the research focus has been viewed in terms of inputs: 
the areas of managerial time, implementation, resources, and communications that may 
signify whether a code is considered of marginal significance, or of importance to a 
company's operation. Another perspective is to consider outputs. What benefits do firms 
expect to derive? If these are significant, commitment is more probable than if they believe 
that they do not derive any benefit (Wood and Rimmer, 2003). 
Ethics and profit 
The link between profit and being ethical has perplexed researchers for many years. It is a 
debate about which it is difficult to be definitive, because there are so many variables and so 
many uncertainties. Yet, it is a question that needs to be asked, in order to view the concept 
from the perspective of the companies surveyed. An effect of a code of ethics on the bottom 
line was acknowledged by 60 per cent of companies (Table XXVI). 
Profit is seen as an outcome of being ethical in the marketplace. This idea in itself raises 
some interesting speculation that is probably no more than conjecture, but needs to be voiced. 
Are corporations being driven to be ethical by the mercenary consideration of profit 
generation? Or are corporations just acknowledging the obvious flow on effect that being 
ethical leads to enhancing profit, but they are not viewing this as a mercenary perspective, 
just one of inevitability and reality? Is being ethical seen by organizations as a tool of 
competitive advantage? Is the adage ‘good ethics is good business’ finally being recognised 
as a truism by many organizations? If the latter is so, then what are the motives that 
companies are now using to pursue this goal? There is more research work to be done in this 
area. Such work is currently outside of the scope of this study. 
The listed effects of the code on the bottom line (i.e. profit) 
Companies were then asked to list the effects on their bottom line of having a code of ethics. 
The responses could be classified into a number of types. The responses centred around 
altruistic ideals such as being good corporate citizens; mercenary ideals that focussed on 
improving the position of the company and regulatory ideals that were fixed on ensuring that 
the employees of the organizations were controlled and prevented from doing damage to the 
organization. 
Companies pursue ethical practices and behaviours for a wide range of reasons: not all of 
these, it would appear, are based upon the highest ethical philosophical considerations (Table 
XXVII). Companies report more reasons that fall into the area of mercenary considerations 
than other areas. Of the 43 responses offered by the 24 companies, 31 of these responses (72 
per cent) could be classified as mercenary. One must be cautionary in one's conclusions. Just 
because one has stated a benefit to being ethical that may be questionable, that does not 
necessarily mean that the organization launched its ethics programme based on that ideal. 
Individuals within the organization, over time, may have seen this as a corollary benefit of 
being ethical in the first place. There are companies in the Swedish marketplace who are 
concerned to be ethical and that go out of their way, it would appear, to implement ethical 
strategies and policies. 
Resolving ethical dilemmas in the marketplace 
Organizations were asked if they had used their codes to resolve ethical dilemmas in the 
marketplace. This question was designed to try and determine practical examples of the code 
being of use in the marketplace with other organizations or individuals with whom the 
company has dealt. 
In Sweden, just over 50 per cent of companies use their code to resolve ethical dilemmas in 
the marketplace (Table XXVIII). The “don't know” response (27.5 per cent) is larger than the 
“no” response (7.5 per cent) in this answer. One could suggest that this area of 
implementation in the marketplace is one upon which many companies do not focus. 
Organizations may have the ethics document and the policies, but it appears that they may 
never assess the impact of them in the marketplace. Another reason for the large “don't 
know” response could also be that the individuals who have answered the questionnaire could 
be removed from the daily operations of the marketplace in which their company operates. A 
different set of responses may have been proffered if this question was specifically targeted at 
those individuals involved in Marketing and Sales, Accounts and Logistics departments who 
have daily contact with other organizations and individuals who trade with the organization. 
An unexpected response was that so many respondents (35 per cent) have collectively 
proffered either a “no” response or a “don't know” response. If codes are not resolving, or 
respondents just “don't know” if they are resolving ethical dilemmas in the marketplace, then 
what are the codes used for in organizations? Are codes of ethics, then, the inward regulatory 
documents as suggested by Mathews (1987) Lefebvre and Singh (1992) and Wood (2000b) 
or are companies just missing an opportunity to maximise their utilization? Or even worse, 
could it be that codes are just window dressing that appears to be perceived as having 
minimal relevance to the daily operations of companies? If a code does not assist one in 
resolving ethical dilemmas in the marketplace them why have one? Perhaps the code is 
assisting to resolve ethical dilemmas in the marketplace, because the staff members are using 
its ethos subconsciously to solve daily dilemmas, but not consciously recognising its effects 
on them. The responses to this question do raise a conundrum. 
In Sweden, “suppliers” and “customers” are the most significant areas reported in respect to 
resolving ethical dilemmas in the marketplace (Table XXIX). The “environment” is also 
strong (equal 3rd). The fact that the environment is strong, one could speculate is because of 
the efforts and the effects of the environmental lobby of the 1970s: efforts that have 
continued until the present day. 
The fact that companies do acknowledge that reference to the code has assisted them in 
resolving ethical dilemmas in the marketplace is an admission that for many companies, 
codes do have practical applicability to their business environment. Those organizations that 
do not recognise the relevance of their code pose an interest for further research in this area. 
In practice, this area of the research on benefits to the organization discovered “mixed 
motives” encompassing both financial benefits and altruistic reward. Whether this 
recognition is a positive or negative consequence for business in Sweden and the Swedish 
society as a whole requires a more in-depth investigation of the motives that underpin such 
philosophical beliefs. 
Code effectiveness 
It would appear that, in general, companies do view the code as an effective document that 
appears to be assisting the organization in its business practices (Table XXX). To have a 
figure of 82.5 per cent of respondents giving a positive or better response to the value of their 
code highlights a belief in the worth of codes of ethics in corporate Sweden. It would appear 
that in general, Swedish companies do view their codes as an effective document that appears 
to be assisting the organization in its business practices. If companies see the code being of 
benefit, then one could speculate that they will take a more determined and proprietary 
interest in ensuring that the support mechanisms are in place to enhance better code 
utilization. The interest here is that 17.5 per cent of companies saw their code as either of 
limited value or they themselves did not know if it was of value. Such responses do raise 
questions for these organizations about the value of their codes to them as a part of their 
strategy to pursue business ethics. 
A code within the next two years 
The companies that did not have a code were asked of their intentions to establish a code 
within the next two years (Table XXXI). The interest here was to see if it was an idea that 
was under consideration. The positive response rate was 68.8 per cent. Based on these 
figures, it would appear that the movement towards having a code of ethics will continue to 
grow in corporate Sweden. 
Conclusion 
Evidence is now available to show that codes of ethics are well developed in many of 
Sweden's largest corporations: organizations that, from their responses, appear to see a 
diverse range of benefits in developing the area of business ethics. Companies are beginning 
to implement not only a code of ethics, but other complementary initiatives that reinforce the 
need for the culture of the organization to be ethical. Codes of ethics are perceived by 
organizations to have assisted them in their dealings in the marketplace and many companies 
use their ethical values to underpin their strategic planning process. It appears to be that many 
companies now see the formalisation of business ethics as an integral part of their 
commercial practices. 
The researchers have concerns with what appears to be a lack of use of the range of support 
measures that one could invoke to inculcate the ethos of the code into the organization. There 
is a lack of staff training, ethics committees, whistleblowing procedures, and ombudsman. 
One would expect and hope that this process will continue to evolve and that companies will 
utilize the supporting measures available to them: formal measures that should enhance the 
ability of the staff of their corporations to better fulfil the company's desired ethical ethos. 
Suggestions for further research 
This research was limited to the top 100 companies operating in the private sector of Sweden. 
Sweden is a rather unique society in that the public sector is large and still dominates in many 
areas of the country's marketplace. Recently, there has been deregulation in business in 
Sweden, such as in the telecommunications and electricity industries. The public sector in 
Sweden exists on three levels, namely entities of government, county councils, and 
municipalities. It would be a fruitful research contribution to compare the private and public 
sectors in Sweden in terms of the incidence, development, reason for, implementation, 
communication, and benefits of codes. 
This research was also limited to internal ethical expectations. The commitment to business 
ethics is usually explored in terms of internal ethical expectations, but the simultaneous 
consideration of the external ethical expectations in the marketplace (e.g. among suppliers 
and customers or other publics) is desirable. A dyadic approach considering a company's 
internal ethical expectations and the external ethical expectations of a company's business 
activities is a suggestion for further research. Another suggestion for further research is to 
simultaneously consider the company's internal expectations and the employees' internal 
expectations. The former research proposal would have an external approach, while the latter 
would have an internal approach, to the commitment of business ethics in a company's 
business activities. 
 
Table IIncidence of codes×industry 
 
Table IIIncidence of codes×home country 
 
Table IIIYear code established 
 
Table IVIndividuals involved in the establishment of the code 
 
Table VReasons for the introduction of a code 
 
Table VITime taken to develop the code 
 
Table VIICode communicated to organization's workers 
 
Table VIIICompany induct new staff in respect to the code 
 
Table IXConsequences for a breach 
 
Table XActual actions taken for a breach of the code 
 
Table XIEmployee ethical performance: a criterion for employee appraisal 
 
Table XIIMeans of ethical performance evaluated? 
 
Table XIIIGuidelines to support whistleblowers 
 
Table XIVProcedures to protect and deal with whistleblowing 
 
Table XVCode of ethics and strategic planning 
 
Table XVICode usage in the strategic planning process 
 
Table XVIIThe existence of a standing ethics committee or its equivalent 
 
Table XVIIIThe existence of an ethics training committee or its equivalent 
 
Table XIXThe existence of ethics training 
 
Table XXThe existence of an organizational ombudsman or its equivalent 
 
Table XXIThe existence of an ethical evaluation 
 
Table XXIICustomer knowledge of the existence of the code 
 
Table XXIIICommunicating the code to customers 
 
Table XXIVSupplier knowledge of the existence of the code 
 
Table XXVCommunicating the code to suppliers 
 
Table XXVIThe effects of the code on the bottom line (i.e. profit) 
 
Table XXVIIThe listed effects of the code on the bottom line (i.e. profit) 
 
Table XXVIIIThe use of the code to resolve ethical dilemmas in the marketplace 
 
Table XXIXThe areas in which the code was used to resolve ethical dilemmas in the 
marketplace 
 
Table XXXThe effectiveness of the code of ethics 
 
Table XXXIIntention to establish a code within the next two years 
 
 
References 
Adams, J.S., Tashchian, A., Stone, T.H. (2001), "Codes of ethics as signals for ethical 
behavior", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 29 pp.199-211. 
Baumhart, R.C. (1961), "How ethical are businessmen?", Harvard Business Review, Vol. 39 
No.4, pp.6-12, 16, 19, 156-66. 
Benson, G.C.S. (1989), "Codes of ethics", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 8 pp.305-19. 
Berenbeim, R. (1995), "Transforming employees into moral legislators", Executive Speeches, 
Vol. 9 No.6, pp.13-15. 
Brenner, S.N., Molander, E.A. (1977), "Is the ethics of business changing?", Harvard 
Business Review, Vol. 55 No.1, pp.57-71. 
Brytting, T. (1997), "Moral support structures in private industry – the Swedish case", 
Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 16 pp.663-97. 
Center for Business Ethics (1986), "Are corporations institutionalizing ethics?", Journal of 
Business Ethics, Vol. 5 pp.85-91. 
De George, R.T. (1987), "The status of business ethics: past and future", Journal of Business 
Ethics, Vol. 6 pp.201-11. 
Donaldson, J., Davis, P. (1990), "Business ethics? Yes, but what can it do for the bottom 
line?", Management Decision (UK), Vol. 28 No.6, pp.29-33. 
Fraedrich, J.P. (1992), "Signs and signals of unethical behavior", Business Forum, No.Spring, 
pp.13-17. 
Gellerman, S.W. (1989), "Managing ethics from the top down", Sloan Management Review, 
Vol. 30 No.2, pp.73-9. 
Grace, D., Cohen, S. (1998), Business Ethics: Australian Problems and Cases, 2nd ed., 
Oxford University Press, Melbourne, . 
Harrington, S.J. (1991), "What corporate America is teaching about ethics", Academy of 
Management Executive, Vol. 5 No.1, pp.21-30. 
Hegarty, W.H., Sims, H.P. (1979), "Organizational philosophy, policies, and objectives 
related to unethical decision behavior: a laboratory experiment", Journal of Applied 
Psychology, Vol. 64 No.3, pp.331-8. 
Laczniak, G.R., Murphy, P.E. (1991), "Fostering ethical marketing decisions", Journal of 
Business Ethics, Vol. 10 pp.259-71. 
Lefebvre, M., Singh, J.B. (1992), "The content and focus of Canadian corporate codes of 
ethics", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 11 pp.799-808. 
McDonald, G.M., Zepp, R.A. (1989), "Business ethics: practical proposals", Journal of 
Management Development (UK), Vol. 8 No.1, pp.55-66. 
McDonald, G.M., Zepp, R.A. (1990), "What should be done? A practical approach to 
business ethics", Management Decision (UK), Vol. 28 No.1, pp.9-14. 
Maclagan, P. (1992), "Management development and business ethics: a view from the UK", 
Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 11 pp.321-8. 
Mahoney, J. (1990), "An international look at business ethics: Britain", Journal of Business 
Ethics, Vol. 9 pp.545-50. 
Mathews, M.C. (1987), "Codes of ethics: organizational behavior and misbehavior", in 
Frederick, W.C. (Eds),Research in Corporate Social Performance & Policy, JAI Press, 
Greenwich, CT, Vol. Vol. 9 pp.107-30. 
Murphy, P.E. (1988), "Implementing business ethics", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 7 
pp.907-15. 
Raiborn, C.A., Payne, D. (1990), "Corporate codes of conduct: a collective conscience and 
continuum", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 9 pp.879-89. 
Robin, D.P., Reidenbach, R.E. (1987), "Social responsibility, ethics, and marketing strategy: 
closing the gap between concept and application", Journal of Marketing, Vol. 51 pp.44-58. 
SCB (2002), Statistiska Centralbyrån – Företagsregister, Stockholm, . 
Schlegelmilch, B. (1989), "The ethics gap between Britain and the United States: a 
comparison of the state of business ethics in both countries", European Management Journal, 
Vol. 7 No.1, pp.57-64. 
Sims, R.R. (1991), "The institutionalization of organizational ethics", Journal of Business 
Ethics, Vol. 10 pp.493-506. 
Sims, R.R. (1992), "The challenge of ethical behavior in organizations", Journal of Business 
Ethics, Vol. 11 pp.505-13. 
Somers, M.J. (2001), "Ethical codes of conduct and organizational context: a study of the 
relationship between codes of conduct, employee behaviour and organizational values", 
Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 30 pp.185-95. 
Stead, W.E., Worrell, D.L., Stead, J.G. (1990), "An integrative model for understanding and 
managing ethical behavior in business organizations", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 9 
pp.233-42. 
Stoner, C.R. (1989), "The foundations of business ethics: exploring the relationship between 
organization culture, moral values, and actions", SAM Advanced Management Journal, 
No.Summer, pp.38-43. 
Svensson, G., Wood, G. (2003), "The dynamics of business ethics: a function of time and 
culture – cases and models", Management Decision, Vol. 41 No.4, pp.350-61. 
Weber, J. (1981), "Institutionalizing ethics into the corporation", MSU Business Topics, 
No.Spring, pp.47-51. 
Wood, G. (2000a), “Communicating the ethos of codes of ethics in Australia's largest 
organizations: a reliance on osmosis”, paper presented at the Academy of Marketing Science 
Conference, Montreal, May, . 
Wood, G. (2000b), "A cross cultural comparison of the contents of codes of ethics: USA, 
Canada, Australia", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 25 No.4, pp.287-98. 
Wood, G. (2002), "A partnership model of corporate ethics", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 
40 No.1, pp.61-73. 
Wood, G., Rimmer, M. (2003), "Codes of ethics: what are they really and what should they 
be?", International Journal of Value-Based Management, Vol. 16 pp.181-95. 
Wotruba, T.R., Chonko, L.B., Loe, T.W. (2001), "The impact of ethics code familiarity on 
manager behavior", Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 33 pp.59-69. 
About the authors 
Göran Svensson is Professor at Oslo School of Management in Norway. He holds a PhD at 
the School of Economics and Commercial Law, Göteborg University, Sweden. He is the 
editor of European Business Review and the regional editor for Europe of Management 
Decision. During the 1980s he was an entrepreneur in South America. He has published in 
areas such as business ethics, business logistics, supply chain management, services 
marketing, industrial marketing, leadership, quality management, human resource 
management, history of management, academic publishing and general management. Göran 
Svensson is the corresponding author and can be contacted at: goran.svensson@set.hh.se 
Greg Wood is a Senior Lecturer and Michael Callaghan is a Lecturer, both at Bowater School 
of Management and Marketing, Deakin University, Victoria, Australia. 
 
